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I. Introduction. 

Natconal Securct.v Strategy Desmz Over-mew. Smgapore’s Semor Mmlster and elder statesman 

emerged on the mternatlonal scene m 1965 followmg Smgapore’s split and subsequent defacto 

mdependence from Malaysia Lee Kuan Yew crafted a grand strate,gy that resulted m Smgapore’s 

development as a great city-state More than a “bank with a flag,“’ Singapore’s economy grew in Just 

a few years to oval the colomal power to which it was once subsement 

The contmued lmploslon of the Bntlsh Empire and dnnmutlon of U S prestige m the post- 

Vietnam ,pemod provided Smgapore with added impetus to exploit the power vacuum in the Pacific 

rim Toward this end, Lee Kuan Yew formulated a cogent and prescient strategy for the nascent 

nation of Singapore He was the true vlslonary who used independence from Malaysia as the 

catalytic event that launched a previously unimportant nation successfully onto the world scene 

Early success vaulted Lee mto international prommence and prompted stratesc analyses of 

Smgapore’s central theme that was essentially to first gam, then prgect, economic power The goal 

for a strong economy was complemented by a commitment to nation, the repon, and the mternatlonal 

community Lee has msen m recent years to become a global statesman and lus formula for 

successful National Secunty Strati,7 and penchant for economic bnnksmanshlp have made him a 

popular, if not controversml, m&national figure Lee’s mnovatlons are largely responsible for his 

nation’s early development and emergence as one of the most slgrnficant transnatlonal economies 

Lee’s mnovatlons melded both realism and idealism into a uniquely crafted transnatlonal 

strate,gy that allowed him to maneuver lus nation through dynamic resonal balance of power changes 

without the shackles of “paradigm preJudlce ” Lee’s success IS the product of specriic condltlons and 

carefully envlsloned approaches to resolve problems that lmmedlately threatened Smgapore’s survival 

Lee’s mampulatlons vIs-a-vIs education, conflation of the races, rehpon, and culture lvlthout 
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dampenmg the splnts of the &sparate ethnic groups hastened the development of a highly productive 

hybrid population That he successfully negotiated these challenges was largely to hzs sm,dar credit 

and was an early indicator of his gemus 

The early challenges to Smgapore’s success included balance of power shifts m the East Asia 

reeon, potential Malaysmn retaliation, the Vietnam War, and the Bmtish departure from Smgapore’s 

bases Eplsodlcally and m combmatlon, these phenomena threatened the new city-state and each 

reqmred novel approaches to dlffise and ultimately turn mto advantages In Smgapore’s new 

capacity as a sovereign, Lee clearly recognized dangerously precmous potentiahtles poised to 

adversely affect Smgapore’s survival and development 

Assumptrons About the Natron and the World Singapore 1s constramed geographically, 

demographically, and pohtlcally Soon after mdependence, Lee advocated “resummg tiendly tradmg 

relatlons’vvlth Indonesia, despite the state of pohtlcal confrontation” ’ Despite poor terram and a 

disparate multicultural population, this overture to a government to which he was only recently 

estranged, served a harbinger of Lee’s pragmatic strategy and methodology for mnovatlon Lee 

understood from the outset that independence did not equal autonomy nor preclude interdependent 

relatlonshlps Hence, Smgapore remamed engaged while simultaneously cultivating a “sense of 

separate nationhood with such success that vvlthm a few years most Smgaporeans accepted then- 

independent status as mevltable”3 

To further the process of nationhood alon g, Lee estabhshed clear goals to exploit the few 

advantages his nation enJoyed Smgapore 1s confined on the land Conversely, Its littoral repon 

includes a natural harbor strate@cally postured at the terminus of vital shlppmg lanes linked mth 

burgeonmg reponal economies and mternatlonal mercantile @ants as well Lee was also keenly 

aware that shortconnngs m mdlgenous resources could be more that compensated for because of the 

tremendous economic advantages afforded by the Smgapore harbor It was already one of the best m 

the re,alon and soon improved to become one of the great transhlppmg, refinmg, and manufacturmg 

centers m the world 
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Demography Lee was not mtrmrdated by challenges inherent m tremendous disparrtres 

resident m Smgapore’s vastly diverse ethnrc populatron Yet, he reahzed that unless the nation took 

on some charactenstrcs of homogeneity that growth would be mhrbrted Instead of the total 

eradrcatron of culture, Lee chose to exploit ethmcrty as an opportunrty Fortunately for Singapore, by 

the time of mdependence, “the rmportance of drstmctrve mmonty groups was already m dechne ‘I4 By 

1970, the Jewrsh, Armenmn, Arab, Indian, Pakrstam, and Ceylonese populatrons had drmmrshed to 

manageable levels However, the Chinese and Malaysians strll wielded srgmficant influence The 

Chinese asserted therr schools, culture, and, m partrcular, then native tongue m a bid to become the 

national lan,mge Lee vrewed this as a detnment to the assrmrlatron of other mmontres and thus a 

potential threat to the nation Usmg Israel as a model, he observed that total assmnlatron demands 

“threatened to produce a muddled, rootless culture ‘I5 Instead, and as a compromrse, Lee orrented on a 

common language -- English -- whrle strll stressing the richness of ethmc diversity Smgapore would 

develop its own cultural and natronal rdentrty through language, educatron, mgenurty, and hard work 

Education was key to Lee’s vrsron for developmg human capital for a successful Smgapore He 

was clearly aware of the nation’s abrhtres to compete agamst more powerful countries, but felt 

confident that a highly educated work force would allow Smgapore to excel m the marketplace 

Because Enghsh was the accepted language m mternatronal busmess crrcles, Lee felt rt rmportant for 

as many Smgaporeans as possible to be fluent m Enghsh To better immerse the populace m 

English-based education, the best and the brrghtest were sent abroad to study m the finest 

mstrtutrons m the regron and m the West Culture was preserved by allowmg other languages to be 

spoken, but not officrally encouraged or sanctroned 

Women were also made full partners and encouraged to participate equally wrth the men 

Through the mtroductron of family plannmg mrtratrves, they were relieved of their tradrtronal role as 

bearers of large famrhes and mtroduced to the labor force, higher education, and pohtrcs as well This 

was viewed as revolutronary, and rt allowed women the opportunity to more fully partrcrpate wrthm a 

well defined merrtocracy Smgaporean women, though mrtrally active pohtrcally m order to gam 

equal status, have recently retreated “leavmg the pohtrcal arena as an exclusrvely mascuhne 

concern ‘I6 
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Survtval Polrtzcal, Economtc, and M&aw Dynamrcs Smgapore’s mclplent problems were poht~al, 

economic, and military m nature However, among these sources of potential cases, the future of the 

economy was the most vital and immediate ’ At first, Lee was concerned over the departure of the 

British But Smgaporean concerns were fortunately overstated and short lived as a tremendous 

penod of prosperity followed Expanding markets and rapid mdustrlahzation were actually 

accelerated by Bntam’s rehnqmshment of vast tracts of supemor real estate and mfrastructure 

Economic good fortune cemented even further the idea of independence among Smgaporeans and 

radically increased the pubhc’s confidence m Lee’s ability to lead “Smgapore was still heavily 

dependent m 1965 on entrepot trade,“* but now enJoyed greater balance because of increased 

commerce generated by demands of the post-Suez Canal penod, the Vietnam War, and the 1967 Arab 

Israeli War 

Discovery that perceived dependence on Br&am would not result m serious economic or 

military trauma created comhtlons enabling Smgapore to expenence hlstoncally unprecedented 

growth However, even m light of economic success, Lee’s pohtlcal fath m alhances was shaken both 

by Bntam’s departure and the lack of apparent U S resolve m Its declslon to abandon Vietnam 

The Natronal Interests and Threats to Them Smgapore’s national interests were simply to 

survive as a sovereign state and prosper economically Once survival was assured, Lee determmed for 

Smgapore to emerge as the shmmg star economy of the reson The method to accomphsh this goal 

was to improve the already robust market-based economy largely through contmued entrepot trade 

As success broadened its opportumty base, Smgapore expanded enterpnses m transhlppmg, 

petroleum refinery, manufacturing, and bankmg 

Threats to Smgapore’s early survival were as diverse as Its ethnic groups Its vn-tually 

indefensible terram could be easily mterdlcted from the sea and from its contiguous border with 

Malaysia which considered Smgapore to be an “economic parasite” ’ Smgapore was also politically 

threatened by its lack of supportmg alliances and mablhty to defend Itself vvlth its meager armed 

forces However, economically and ldeolo,alcally, Smgapore provided an n-reslstlble attraction for 

foreign capital investment This compensated for its mablhty to defend ltselfm the conventional 

sense and actually obviated the need for anything other than a nominal armed force 

The Singapore “Model” 

4 



W. Jacobs 

II. Ends, Ways, Means Anabsis 

Ends -- Forezm Pohy Ohlecttves. Lee’s prmcipal obJectives were to guarantee Smgapore’s 

survival even as the nation was bormng Singapore, mslgmficant mlhtmly, achieved strength and 

prestige through a thmvmg economy, suaslve diplomacy, and by cultlvatmg an ideology based on a 

strong national ethos Lee succeeded m all these areas virtually from the outset and “the early years 

of independence were a time of mternatlonal prospe&y when Smgapore’s economy grew quickly “lo 

Additionally, he established definitive and achievable goals for Smgapore that mcluded plans to 

establish the world’s largest harbor, 011 refineries, manufacturing, and banking New mltlatlves were 

debased to complement Smgapore’s already commanding prowess as an entrepot leader 

To brmg attention to early successes and to safeguard the future, Lee traveled mternatlonally 

to pubhclze hs success and to wrest concessions He negotiated directly mth governments, 

particularly Bntam, and made shrewd public appeals through the newly powerful televlslon medium 

His exploltatlon of the media was an example of his propensity to wm advantages and to turn 

“adversltles mto opportunltles” l1 As a r&ult, Lee was emergmg on the international scene as a world 

statesman 

Success abroad further enhanced Lee’s stature at home where he was able to coopt the 

National Trades Umon Congress m a 1967 labor cllsls He appealed to the Singapore Employees’ 

Federation to work as a coahtlon to “bmld up the prospenty of the state, of employees and workers 

ahke” I2 Teamwork was also a key growth tenet that helped Smgapore’s ten-year economic plan to 

surpass its obJectIves m Just five years By 1970, Singapore’s per capita gross natlonal product was 

higher “than its erstwhile colonizer, Bntam “I3 

Wcws (Stratem,l -- Plans and Przorrtzes Lee’s strate,T included fomenting a sense of 

natlonahsm through a common language, higher education, and the easmg of ethnic and labor 

tensions With these mltlatlves established, Lee was now confident to further intens& the ‘woomg of 

foreign and local mvestment ‘I’* This effort culminated ultimately m the establishment of 36 banks, 

26 of which are foreign owned, and Smgapore surpassed Beirut and Hong Cong m the international 
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gold market By 1972 the United States, behmd only Malaysia, had become her second leadmg 

tradmg partner accountmg for 46% of the foreign cap&al mvested Remarkably, Singapore had by 

1975 achreved its stated goal by becommg the third largest port behmd Rotterdam and New York As 

an 011 refining mega-center, Smgapore expenenced only mild repercussions dunng the seventy’s 

worldTvlde 011 cnsls and recession Durmg this period, Singapore also became the world’s third largest 

refining center after Houston and Rotterdam The World Bank noted that Singapore was 

expenencmg accelerated growth complemented by vastly increased pnvate mvestment, a decline m 

unemployment, increased revenues, and a surplus of savmgs and external reserves 

While the economy grew exponentially, so did a population that alarmmgly increased by 4 4% 

per year To combat tbs potentially enormous threat to prospenty wlthm a nation of limited 

resources and space, Lee mstltuted educational programs and invoked a pohcy to curtml unchecked 

populatldn growth Incentives to hmlt famlhes to two children resulted eventually m a manageable 

population growth rate of only 13% by 1975 This concerted effort thus avoided the proJected 

disastrous growth rate that would have doubled the population m the “worlds’ most densely populated 

country at 3,787 persons per square kllometer “E 

Despite small population numbers, Lee decreed compulsory military service as part of his 

strategy to imbue the populace with a splnt of national service With only a fraction of her wealth 

dedicated to an armed force, Smgapore could now turn over the preponderance of mhented and 

superbly developed Bntlsh mfrastructure to commercial enterpnse Only a small portion was 

retamed for military use Lackmg any great external military threat, Smgapore’s meager armed 

forces encouraged national service, fostered cohesion, but only margmally exlsted as a viable mlhtary 

force 

Means -- Power and Resources Smgapore’s attstude toward its paucity of resources helps 

account fbr Its early survival and mgemous success The only resources of mtrmslc value included 

water, a great harbor geostrateBcally located near the Struts of Malacca, and a hard working, 1 
physically fit, polyglot society Smgapore’s quantum leaps from basic survival to robustness during 

her post-independence penod brought not only great wealth to this tmy country, but drew increasing 

attention from a curious outside world as a template for success 
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III. Lessons Learned. 

Singapore achieved success peculiar to its own cn-cumstances and, to that extent, 1s an 

anomaly Addltlonally, “Smgapore’s remarkable nse had been purchased at pnce “X Although 

Smgaporean government clearly possesses some democratic ideals, it has been likened to a “soft 

authontanan resme” which does not allow for extensive m&mdual freedoms Lee’s denvatlve 

democracy does not exactly mirror the Amencan style, his dlmmution of personal freedoms worked 

often for the greater good of the family, neighborhood, community, and nation Although some 

Smgaporeans have felt constramed, belittled, and vlctlmlzed by authontanamsm, Lee defends 

selected restnctlons of mdlvldual rights by cltmg that the good of the nation overall must prevml 

Unlike the United States or even Truwan, Singapore tolerates little dissident behavior In 

fact, Lee characterizes ‘good government’ as one that 1s devoid of opposltlon debate On the scant 

occasion that cntlcs dared to surface, Lee would often react radically by deporting them for alleged 

tratorous and msl&ous collusion vvlth foreign elements This type of harsh treatment and a general 

lack of due process resulted m a one-third protest vote agamst Lee’s customary mandate for 

unchallenged leadershlp m the 1968 and 1970 elections Obversely, Lee was vociferously crItical of 

the U S and Australia because they allowed and encouraged ‘loyal opposltlon’ and were too relaxed m 

then- approaches to protecting m&vtdual nghts at the expense of all 

Lee’s leadershlp style has also been analogous to a “mded democracy” vvlth soclahst 

tendencies For example, stncter controls on the media are a part of what the Szngapore Herald has 

called over dlsclphned reementatlon It must be conceded that Lee has m some sense made 

casualties of democracy and socmhsm by autocratically setting condltlons to lure foreign mvestment 

Smgapore’s stab&ty and tax-free flag earner status attracted and kept multmatlonal corporations 

whose “foreign capital, expertise and technology were vital to a&eve rapid economic growth “l’ 

Even Lee himself has concluded that he would avoid folstmg his brand of government on a 

society “where It may not work,“18 although his ideas for mentocracy, mduced homogeneity, and self- 

reliance seem to have urnversal apphcatlon In the aggregate, it remams unclear whether the filial 

generation wdl have then- predecessors’ mtenslty and innate ablhtles to sustam growth and to 
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contmue to build on then recent successful past In this regard, rt IS too soon to detect rf Lee’s 

ultimate vrsron wrll wrthstand the ngors of reality and tyranny of trme 

IV. Conclusions 

The struggle for survrval of this multrethnrc &y-state contmues to be tempered by Its success 

to date m deterrmg the disturbers of peace Despite Lee Kuan Lee’s chansmatrc emergence as a 

bnlhant statesman on the precrprce of dynarmc change, rt may be too soon to tell whether Smgapore 

hangs m the crux of dehcate balance or has truly consolidated its positron as a urnquely bemgn 

economrc power devoid of hegemonic ambrtrons One thmg 1s certam, Lee IS clearly a skrlled master 

pohtrcmn His personal charm and deft directness m craftmg effective pohcy were integral to the 

calculus that produced, m a penod of Just ten years, one of modern hrstory’s most sophrstrcated and 

successful sovereigns even if it “continues to grow pamfiilly, unequally, and often curJustly” I9 

Despite some cntrcrsm, rt 1s generally recognrzed that Lee’s rmagmatrve and mgenrous 

statesmanshrp has contnbuted to hrs prommence as the pnncrpal strate,gy archrtect, socral engmeer, 

and motlvator behind Smgapore’s accelerated modermzatron as a mercantrhstrc nation-state 2o His 

suasrve prowess and abrhty to negotiate from a positron of weakness also contnbuted to hrs status as 

a statesman However, whether his efforts can be deemed a model for export 1s doubtful, grven the 

natron’s unique ambient condrtrons, not the least of which mclude the conflation of Confucmnlsm wrth 

Western values and a skewed approach to the democratic process Yet desprte expressed doubts and 

cntlcrsm, Lee has been wont to offer “unsought advrce and methods that could not necessanly be 

transplanted to other countnes wrth more complex, rf perhaps less stark problems ‘12’ 

In the future, Smgapore must exercise care to drsallow the moral erosion of socretal 

underpmnmgs rt has so pamstakmgly bmlt As the gerrocracy rehnqmshes power, rt remams to be 

seen whether those who follow wrll contmue, as have then- parents, to avert calannty and proJect 

Smgapore prudently mto the Zlst century 
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